Masked thyroid dysfunction among elderly patients with atrial fibrillation.
Seventy-five elderly patients with atrial fibrillation (41 males and 34 females with a mean age of 75.6 years) were studied to evaluate the incidence of masked thyroid dysfunction. A thyrotropin (TSH)-releasing-hormone (TRH) test (intravenous injection of 250 micrograms of synthetic TRH) was performed in the patients and 30 age matched controls without atrial fibrillation. In the controls, no abnormal TRH stimulated TSH response was observed. In the patients with atrial fibrillation, no response of TSH to TRH (hyperthyroidism) was found in 5 cases (6.6%), while hyperresponse of TSH to TRH (hypothyroidism) was found in 6 cases (8.0%). Thyroid dysfunction (hyper or hypothyroidism) was more frequently observed in the patients than in the controls (p less than 0.05). Two of 5 hyperthyroid patients had normal thyroid hormone levels. All patients with hyperthyroidism were treated with antithyroid drugs or 131I. Unfortunately, atrial fibrillation persisted in all but 1 case. It is concluded that the TRH test is a useful screening test for detecting those patients with abnormal thyroid function among elderly patients with atrial fibrillation, and that hypothyroidism should be considered as a cause of atrial fibrillation in the elderly.